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Foreword 

\Valter Laqueu r 

George Mosse was one of the most influential historians of his generation, as 
is evidenced by the contributions that compiise this volume, written by col
leagues and students of George's who are among the leaders in their profes
sion. His interests spanned vaiious countries and peiiods-seventeenth
century England and nineteenth-century Germany, the two world wars 
and cultural history. Later he focused his attention on the nationalization 
of the masses, the cult of fallen heroes, fascism, German Jewish history, 
and the Holocaust. 

\i\!hy a historian chooses to study one topic rather than another is of 
interest; accident plays a role, as do intellectual influences experienced at 
university, travel, or a sudden discovery in a library or the archives, but 
also apparently a certain predisposition, a fascination vvith a certain sub
ject, which is difficult to trace but still very real. In his autobiography 
George occasionally hints at what made him opt for one topic and then 
another. 

Perhaps one should not try to analyze these questions too deeply. In 
the final analysis they are not of paramount impmtance, and the historian 
might have been unaware, at least in part, of the impulses that steered 
him or her in a certain direction. That George should eventuallv have de-

~ / 

voted most of the years of his creative life to issues of the twentieth cen-
tmy ce1tainly does not come as a surprise, for the events of the 1930s and 
1940s were ovenvhelming for those who lived through them. 

It is often the assignment of the writer of a foreword to summarize 
briefly the contents of a book, but this is next to impossible in the present 
case, both because George was a man ofmany(andsometimes disparate) 
parts and because it has been done admirably by the contlibutors i11 the 
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essays that follow, which survey both the state of their specialized fields 
and George's contribution. I shall recall instead George's role as editor of 
the Journal of Contemporan; History, which has served for more than 
thirty-five years as a platform in the field of twentieth-century history, 
publishing well over a thousand articles with the emphasis on European 
political and cultural history in the age of fascism. When I asked George 
to be coeditor I did so not because of personal fiiendship or because we 
agreed on all essential issues. My reasons were more prosaic: George was 
deeply involved in and loved university life. He went to many conferences, 
served on many committees, and knew virtually everyone who was some
one. My own inclinations and interests were and have remained different. 
~ had certain ideas as to the directions in which we should proceed, but I 
fear that without George's knowledge of who was who and who could do 
what, these ideas would have remained for the better part a dead letter. 

At the time George and I first met, our interests were close. He 
worked on his Crisis of German Ideology, I on a history of the German 
youth movement. Although the Jugendhewegung was not exactly identical 
with the German v6lkisch tradition, parts of it were, and in any case it was 
an important section oflife reform, a topic dose to George's h~ait. We had 
reached our topics in very different ways. George began professional life 
as a historian of early modem English history, which was of no interest to 
me. I had never even heard about The Holy Pretence, let alone of Sir 
Thomas Smith and Sir Edward Coke. I had attended a school in Nazi Ger
many for five years and graduated in 1938, so I had absorbed in mv teens 
much of the zeitgeist as well as many of the books (above all, thi~d-rate 
novels reflecting the prevailing mood) that George studied with such 
gusto at the time. 

We were more or less the first in our respective fields. The Jugenclbe
wegung had been forgotten, and the viilkisch movement was generally re
garded as a disreputable and relatively unimpmtant part of the Ge;man 
intellectual tradition. It was only in the subsequent years that dozens, if 
not hundreds, of books on these subjects were written, that conference 
and exhibitions were arranged dealing with these topics. To be present at 
th.e creation had its compensations, even though the immediate reception 
of George's book The Crisis of Gennan Ideology: Intellectual Origins of 
the Third Reich in Germany was not overwhelming. I was warned that in 
view of my background I was less than ideally suited to understand a phe
nomenon that was so essentially German that no foreigner could fathom 
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and describe it. But I cannot. complain about the subsequent reactions, 
which were without exception friendly and positive, if vvith an admixture 
of some regret: \Vhy was a "foreigner" needed to write the definitive story 

of such a quintessential German movement? 
In the years that followed, our interests parted. George focused on the 

nationalization of the masses and the history of sexuality, worked on his 
cultural history of modern Europe, and eventually pioneered work in 
fields that seemed strange and incomprehensible to me: \Vhy this morbid 
preoccupation with military cemeteries? My ovvn interests were in the 
fields of Russian history and political violence. There was, to be sure, acer
tain coalescence with George's studying Max Nordan and my studying 

Zionist history in general. 
I leafed through George's books of the 1970s and 1980s, but I did not 

read them and I suspect he did not closely study mine. This may explain 
why we never quarreled in our collaboration over the decades-it was 
not only the sweetness of his character and my own great tolerance ( or 
unwilli~gness to mount the barricades because of one article or an-

other). 
But this is not the end of the story. In the months after George's death 

I became preoccupied with what he had written about fallen heroes, for it 
helped shed light on certain contemporary issues such as the cult of sui
cide terrorists not only in the Arab world but also, even more prominently, 
in S1i Lanka and other countries. The cult of fallen heroes goes back to 
time immemorial; it can be found in earliest Greek history (Simonides on 
the fallen Spartans at Thermophylae), the Jewish zealots who fought at 
Masada, and the Nordic sagas, which deal with little but acts ofheroism
dying in battle and being taken to Asgard, the palace of the gods, 'with its 
540 doors. The legends of the early Middle Ages are in a similar vein with 
the Chanson de Roland as a prominent example. The mixture of religion 
and nationalism as far as motives are concerned is interesting: they were 
fighting not only for la douce France but also for their religion against the 
pagans. Legends of this kind from Wilhelm Tell to Ivan Susanin can be 
found in the history of every people, and it was only during the Enlight
enment that these traditions went out of fashion. But not for long: in the 
romantic age they returned with a vengeance, v,ith Germany again as an 
obvious example. George quotes Theodor Korner, who wrote on the eve 
of a battle against Napoleon in which he lost his life, "Happiness lies in 
sacrificial death." llfilderlin was a greater poet than Komer, and he was 
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not known as an aggressive militarist, but in an earlier poem (1797) en
titled "Death for the Fatherland" he wrote exactly in the same vein. 

I remember the inscription "Dulce et decomm est pro patria m01i" 
(Horace) in the assembly hall of our school, and I suspect it appeared in 
schools all over Germany. This was in remembrance, above all, of the he
roes of Langemark in November 1914, when many thousands of young 
students had tiied to storm the enemy lines in Flanders, singing "Deutsch
land Deutschland iiber alles" at a time when this was not even the national 
anthem. Indoctrination (then and now) was supposed to create the im
pression that the fallen symbolized the triumph of youth and that they 
,vere not really dead but merely sleeping in the lap of Christ (or Muhai;
mad). Graves and cemeteiies became shrines of national worship. 

The heroes had not died in vain but lived on in eternal lifo in the tra
dition of "Ich hatt' einen Kameraden," Uhland's famous poem that ends, 
"Kann dir die Hand nicht geben, Bleib du im ew'gen Leben" ("I cannot 
give you my hand, may you rest in eternal peace" bringing up the idea of 
eternal life), just as the .Horst \Vessel song maintains that those who were 
shot by the enemy continue to march with the living brmvnshilts in their 
columns, in spirit if not in body. 

Under Nazism the heroic tradition of self-sacrifice became central to 
the essence of the regime, and this perhaps more than anything else led 
analysts to interpret Nazism as a political religion. At the same time, Nazi 
propagandists were instructed to explain to the bereaved that there was no 
need to mourn, since mourning was destructive to national morale; one 
should be grateful that loved ones had been given a chance to make the 
supreme sacrifice for a higher ideal. They were not suffering pain but 
,vere living on in eternity. 

These ideas were reflected in hundreds of poems written not only by 
pa1ty hacks but also by more serious writers such as Ernst Bertram, the 
fiiend of Thomas Mann and one of the leading Germanists of the period. 
The cult of fallen heroes also figures prominently in the ideology and prac
tice of other fascist movements, particularly the Rumanian Iron Guard, 
and in the writings of Jose Primo de Rivera. It takes a central place in the 
writings of postwar neofascists such as Julius Evola, one of their many gu
rus. It was customary on ritual occasions that when the list of those as
sembled was read out, the fallen were included and someone answered 
with "present" when the name was called. The similarity with the pres
ent cult of suicide bombers is startling. The Koran and the Hadith warn 
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against mourning fallen heroes, seeing their sacrifice as a joyous occasion 
and instructing families to be proud, not dejected. There is the same be
lief that they were warriors in a holy struggle, that their group was cruelly 
oppressed and that their sacrifice was not only desirable but imperative. It 
was eonnnonly believed that the collective (the religion, the sect, the na
tion, the race) was infinitely more important than the individual. A whole 
generation had been indoctrinated in this spirit, and many followed the 
call to give their lives when it came. It was not limited to one specific cul
ture~mention has been made of the Liberation Tigers of Eelarn (Sii 
Lanka); the kamikaze pilots could serve as an earlier example. Kamikaze 
missions were seldom if ever decisive. They did not prevent German de
feat in World Wars I and II nor Japanese defeat in the World War II, and 

thev are unlikely to succeed in terrorist campaigns. 
"There are other intriguing phenomena that would have been of great 

interest to George, the student of the history of sexuality. This refers to the 
awards waiting for the fallen warrior, for paradise, as the Hadith says, is 
under the shade of the sword. The martyrs were not only entitled to in
tercede for seventy of their relations to enable them to join them in para
dise, which was d;scribed as a place of wonderful gardens, of streams with 
clear water, and overhead a jeweled dome of pearls and rubies extend
ing from Damascus to southern Yemen. The martyTs were reclining on 
thrones and eating and drinking meats and fruit with happiness and with 
many servants at their beck and call. Above all, there were seventy (or per
haps seventy-two) virgins ready for them, in addition to the wives they had 

had on earth. 
Those who have grown up in a post-heroic age find it difficult to un-

derstand the fallen warriors and their cult. It is to George Mosse's credit 
that he gave much thought to these problems, to religion, and to the pa
tiiotic uses of the cult of fallen heroes, and that he did pionee1ing spade 
vvork at a time when these subjects seemed of little contemporary rele-

vance. 
George Mosse, as initially pointed out, did pioneering work in a num-

ber of fields; others have followed in his footsteps since and many special
ized studies have appeared in his wake. History is constantly written and 
rewritten and it has been said that the average life span of even a fine study 
in the field of history is little more than a decade, for it is bound to be su
perseded by more recent research, new material and a variety of consid
erations. But this is less true in the field of intellectual history in which 
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George specialized throughout most of his lifie I-I t th · fl · ow o measure e 
m u~nce a study has had? There is no foolproof way to do so sal ~ fi . 
~ertamly do not tell the stoiy But there still are certain yards~ck:\n~u:i~; 
act that so much of George Mosse's work is still 1·n pn· t , , f1 

d I . I · , · n many years a ter 
an t iat 11s very first book, The Holy Pretence which originally appeared 
~or~ than fifty years ago is republished as these lines are written is as good 
a measurement as any. Preface 

Stanley G. Payne, David J. Sorkin, ancl 

John S. Tortorice 

Dming his long and prolific career, George L. Mosse ranged fa1ther over 
the fields of early modern and modern European history than almost any 
other historian of his time. Beginning as a specialist in the era of the Eng
lish Refonnation, he later turned to modern European cultural history 
and helped to open a whole series of new areas for research. From 1960 
through the 1990s, Mosse anticipated and helped to lead a wide vmiety of 
new trends and subspecialties, including the new cultural history: the 
comparative study of fascism; the history of racism, political symbolism, 
and mass movements; the hist01y of monuments and of mourning; ethnic 
and Jewish history; and finally the history of sexuality. No other Euro
peanist historian of the second half of the twentieth century left a greater 
imprint on the course of historical scholarship, and none worked in a 
greater number of thematic areas. 

In addition to the legacy of his scholarship, his rnany thousands of 
undergraduate students, and the thilty-eight historians who completed 
their doetoral work under his direction, George L. Mosse bequeathed his 
extensive family estate (finally restored by the German government) to 
the endowment of the George L. Mosse Program at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison. The Mosse Program is dedicated to maintaining an 
extensive schedule of exchange fellowships for graduate students and 
junior faculty between the University ofWisconsin and the Hebrew Uni
versity in Jerusalem, as well as to fostering its own publication series and 
a variety of other activities to sponsor historical research and teaching in 
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the areas of Mosse's specialties. This is the first volume in the series to be 
published under the auspices of the Mosse Program. Following his death 
in Janua1y 1999, in view of the depth and breadth ofMosse's legacy, some 
of his closest colleagues and students saw a clear need to investigate the 
character and extent of his influence on diverse fields of early modern 
and modem European history. The result was the conference "An Histo
rian's Legacy: George L. Mosse and Recent Research on Fascism, Society, 
and Culture." It was held at the University ofWisconsin-Madison on Sep
tember 7-9, 2001. This conference was funded as the annual Burdick
Vary Symposium of the Institute for Research in the Humanities at Wis
consin, with generous additional aid from \Visconsin's Anonymous Fund. 
We wish especially to acknowledge the indispensable contribution of 
Loretta Freiling, the administrative assistant of the Humanities Institute, 
who, with her ex'Perience, care, and energetic supervision has played such 
a vital role in the Institute's conferences over the years. 

The chapters of this volume are drawn from papers presented origi
nally at the conference in 2001. They explore most, though not quite all, 
of the major themes of Mosse's work and help to explain its genesis, its 
unique character, and also some pmt of its impact on the world of histori
cal scholarship. They also constitute a scholarly tribute to the passing of an 
unforgettable teacher, scholar, colleague, and friend. 

What History Tells 



George Masse and The Holy 
Pretence 

Dewiel vVarren Sabean 

In 1980, around the time Seymour Drescher, Allan Sharlin, and I vvere 
putting together George Mosse's Festscl11ift,1 George sent me a copy of 
his 1957 book The Holy Pretence, subtitled A Study in Christianity and 
Reason of State from William Perkins to John vVinthrop. He wrote on the 
jacket, "I (but hardly anyone else) consider it one of my most important 
books." Indeed, while his first book on English seventeenth-century con
stitutional thought, The Struggle for Sovereignty in England, was widely 
reviewed and highly praised, this book found only two reviewers and little 
positive comment. Up to the time George published The Holy Pretence 
in 1957, nearly all of his published research-the exceptions being two 
articles, one on a French seventeenth-century Calvinist and the other, 
oddly enough, in the Economic HistonJ Revieu; on post-Corn Law poli
tics-had dealt with late-sL\i:eenth- and seventeenth-century English 
constitutional and political thought. The same year he published The 
Holy Pretence, George came out with an article in the Leo Baeclc Institute 
Year Boole entitled "The Image of the Jew in German Popular Culture: 
Felix Dalm and Gustav Freytag." That article, of course, signaled a 
change in the direction of his research, although it took a whole decade 
for his teaching to shift to match his newproject(s). After 1957 there were 
occasional articles-one or two a year-until his pathbreaking Crisis of 
German Ideology appeared in 1964. By 1980, when he still saw The Holy 
Pretence as one of his best books, he had published Nazi Culture, Ger
mans and Jews, Nationalization of the Masses, Totcards the Final Solu
tion, Masses and 1'1an, and about 140 other pieces, mostly on racism, fas
cism, and nationalism. 

In this essay I am interested in the meeting, in this hinge year ofl957, 
of two seemingly quite diverse projects, one brought to fruition and the 

15 
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other just being tJied out. I am also tantalized by Mosse's mvn estimation 
of The Holy Pretence, which George clearly saw as central to his intellec
tual biography. In his memoir Confronting History, after talldng about 
the moment in 1933 ofleaving Germany, he wrote: "All I have done since 
and all I have published has had a political agenda." 2 I think one central 
aspect of The Holy Pretence has to be found in its form of political analy
sis. But why did he not start right away with the roots of German fascism? 
There are several reasons, but in his memoirs he points to the influence 
of William Lunt at Haverford, under whom he did his senior honors the
sis: "The subject which would determine my scholarship for the next six
teen years I statted to study under Lunt's direction." There was a strong 
element of apprenticeship in bis training. He went on to say: "Both at 
Cambridge and at Haverford, Medieval ~nd early modem history were 
the periods devoted to serious study."3 , 

There is the famous anecdote about a colleague who passed judgment 
on this period of George's life in the following terms: "Hmv come that you 
yourself are so interesting and your books are so dull?" His answer gives 
us an important clue to what he thought he was getting out of this earlier 
project: "But I did not find rny books dull, and, indeed, from the begin
ning tried to apply to sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English history 
theoretical concepts which came from my German background and my 
quite un-English interest in themy." 4 

I suspect that one of the reasons for the poor reception of The Holy 
Pretence has to do with the fact that most of Mosse's questions and many 
of his comparisons come from a Central European or Continental Euro
pean tradition. He far more readily cites Meinecke, Troeltsch Croce 

" - ' ' 
Spengler, Reuss, von Muralt, Praz, Pezzolini, Orsini, Laski, von Doell-
inger, Reuter, Albertini, Cassire1~ and Niebuhr than he does any English 
seconda1y literature. It was never a book easily assimilable into an Eng
lish polHical the01y discourse. 

It is not exactly clear what George meant by "theory" in the quote 
above. While we were preparing Mosse:5 Festschrift in 1980, Robert Nye 
wrote quite astutely: "I have always taken Mosse to be an intuitive sort of 
intellectual historian, feeling his way through his materials and recon
structing intellectual developments as they 'must' have occurred. On this 
view, empathy has been his most useful tool; in his hands, ideology ap
peals as mnch to deep emotional structures as to rational and cognitive 
ones." 
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In contrast, I had always perceived a strong theoretical substructure 
to Mosse's historical practice, although it was one that he did not usually 
make explicit. There was no particular concept that he underlined so as to 
call attention to an innovation, nor was there any extended theoretical ap
paratus. Reflecting on the problem precisely with reference to The Holy 
Pretence, he had this to say: "I have always approached history not as a 
narrative but as a series of questions and possible answers .... [But] I be
lieve that historical narrative must provide the framework \vithin which 
problems of interest can be addressed. I have always been grateful that 
my teachers in England, and the rigorous examinations I had to pass, gave 
m~ such a precise framework. Theory cut loose from its concrete context 
becomes a mere game, an amusement of no pmticular relevance." 5 

This last quote moves on several different registers, and the logic is 
not straightforward. I think George was arguing for two things at once. On 
the one hand, narrative provided for him the dimension of practice, while 
on the other hand, the01y was useful for generating questions, rigorously 
linked to context. He uses narrative to structure what he has to say. The
my for him is not directly linked to the narrative but involves a series of 
meaningful questions that are often only loosely linked to the matter at 
hand or to the overarching story he is telling. The questions often seem 
unprompted by the material itself; they come at right angles, so to speak, 
to the text he is developing. They can arise from his extensive reading, 
from his experience, or from something suggested by his imagination
a leap, an analogy, a comparison-and any of these things can seem at 
once compelling for the reader and wildly out of place. He could be writ
ing on some late-nineteenth-century text at the same time he was reading 
Philippe Aries's Centuries of Childhood, the latter providing an insightful 
question, which he would sometimes make explicit and sometimes leave 
for the reader to guess where the flash of insight came from. There was 
no overarehing "theory" here but rather a myriad of theoretical points and 
analytical critiques pushing their \Vay into and opening up spaces in the 
plot he was constructing. The plot itself usually involved an expository 
reading of text after text, each one chosen for its thematic usefulness. He 
treated the texts of Western ( German) thought much as a biblical expos
itor might treat Scripture, moving back and forth, explaining here and 
there, bringing the texts from quite different places into juxtaposition. He 
takes a theme, builds a central focus, and ex1Jlores variations. I think 
George became ever more didactic as he matured, and the scope of his 
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later work was much broader, suited to a radical shift in audience. But he 
honed his craft in The Holy Pretence. 

There is another passage in the memoirs that is just as telling: "Such 
influence as my work may possess ... does not stem from concrete dis
coveries, but rather from the new insights it has managed to convey, how 
it may have shifted our vision by giving some new perspective and di
mensions to aspects of modern histo1y." Just after this passage, Mosse 
outlines some of the chief themes that nm through his work, many of 
them rooted in his earliest writings: "My work in early modern histmy set 
fmth some themes which were followed up later in my work on fas~ism 
and National Socialism and have influenced most of my writings on a vvide 
vmiety of subjects .... [T]his is how I see my work, how it falls into place 
in my own mind." One theme, the fate of liberalism, found first expres
sion, he tells us, in The Struggle for Sovereignty in England. A second 
theme, the nature of outsiderdom, he points out, was not developed in his 
early modern work but emerged in his 19.57 article on the image of the 
Jew in the novels of Dahn and Freytag. Here, he says, the course "was 
now set for the method I was to pursue to the end." 6 

VVhat was that method? It concerns-and here I sketch in briefly
how he deals \vith culture, with culture as a systematic way of perception 
and a set of powerful symbols. Culture, to get back to another central con
cern, was always linked to the political, and his interest lay in desc1ibing 
"habits of mind" that establish ways of living that in turn inform political 
reality. A third theme that Mosse alludes to in his memoirs he desc1ibes 
thus: "To my mind, the real breakthrough in putting my own stamp upon 
the analysis of cultural histmy came with The Nationalization of the 
Masses, published in 197.5, which dealt \vith the sacralization of politics: 
the Nazi political liturgy and its consequences." This book was a depar
ture from his early work methodologically: "This was no longer a book in 
the tradition of the history of political thought as I had been taught it at 
Harvard by Charles Howard Mcllwain; instead it used the definition of 
culture as the history of perceptions which I had offered in my Culture of 
Western Europe." Still he saw links to his early work: "While my histori
cal research has concentrated upon various modern belief systems, it 
would undoubtedly be correct to see here a continuity between mv work 
on the Reformation and that on more recent history. I was famili:r with 
theological thought as well as religious practices ;md could bring this 
knowledge to bear upon the secularization of modern and contemporary 
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politics. It was not such a big step from Christian belief systems, especially 
in the baroque period, to modern civic religions such as nationalism in its 

various forms."7 

A last part of the puzzle: Mosse referred in Confronting History to 
a note bv Steven Aschheim: "George Mosse's Europe has always been 
peopled by strange and powerful forces threatening to engulf its precious 
but fragile humanist heritage." 8 There is, I think, a tragic vision in Mosse's 
work that goes along with his moral injunction to think and act realistically 
and in just propmtion. While The Holy Pretence ends with the question 
of how well his casuists kept the balance-"prudence" became policy un
der a different name, and the religious element of reason of state was of
ten only a disguise for the secular concept-Gennan Jews beyond Ju
daism begins \\>ith the thought that the "history of German Jews from one 
point of view is that of chasing a noble illusion."H 

I would like to return to the question of why George considered The 
Holy Pretence so important. Beyond summing up his first sixteen years as 
a scholar, it had important thematic and stylistic (one could say method
ological, but I think this is the better term) characteristics of his later 
work I would like to tease out some of these points and, without being 
comprehensive, trace some of them to his later preoccupations. The first 
is a lifelong concern with finding a balance between contesting forces. 
George always thought that life's realities possessed powerful demands 
for people and that finding an ethical balance was crucial for living a moral 
life. He frmnd unsatisfactmy both the life of unexamined pmver and the 
life of the virgin moralist, m;sullied by immersion in practical affairs. The 
Holy Pretenc~ was an attempt to look at how a series of political thinkers 
and actors negotiated Christian morality and the practical exigencies of 
seventeenth-century state politics. George thought that intellectually the 
greatest challenge for all Christian ethicists of the period was the power-

ful work of Machiavelli. 
I think there was always a didactic element in Mosse's work. And his 

approach to texts-teasi1~g out the tensions in a particular context-is 
closely related to his pedagogical intent, which I want to emphasize again 
is always a nmning commentary on the possibilities in a particular situa
tion for meaningful, effective, and above all moral action. As his work pro
gressed, one can see as a continuous thread a commitment to humanis
tic-or perhaps better, humane-values. For Europe of the seventeenth 
century, his concern was \V.ith the humane elements in Christian thought 
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and political commitment. But what diives the analysis is the location of 
tensions between practical life and ethical values. Reason of state, he ar
gued, miented the statesman toward the realities of political life, which 
judges a rnler by success in the adept handling of political power.10 Chiis
tian ethical thinkers were concerned \vi.th what happens to the ethics of 
Chlistianity in real political action. Mosse passes out judgments on the 
success of various wliters in negotiating the tension. The attempts of Sir 
John Melton, for example, 11 wliting in 1609, were feeble in this direction. 
Mosse condemned a series of writers for failing to assimilate political 
thought within a Chlistian framework, and he admired the casuists who 
at least made the attempt. The people he most admired were those who 
did not shirk the issue mid did not reject the concept of reason of state. 
~Iis hero seems to have been the Anglican bishop Jeremy Taylor, who of
fered for him the crncial value of balance. Taylor assimilated policy and 
rnaint:lined that in the end the proper clitelion for judgment was the pur
pose for which power was used. Mosse wrote: "As long as tensions be
tween religious presuppositions and realities of life exist, such casuistic 
thought will always have great relevance in attempting to adjust the 
Christian tradition to various forms of worldly wisdom and secular neces
sities. The problem involved is to keep the balance between the Serpent 
and the Dove, so that neither obliterates the other: for the victonr of the 
Dove can lead to unbridled idealism, and the ignoring of secular r~alities; 
while the victory of the Serpent means the total acceptance of what the 
sixteenth century called 'Machiavellism.'"12 

This way of proceeding shows up continuously in Mosse's later work. 
Here I will give only one example-from a key cl;apter in 11w Culture of 
Western Europe, first published in 1961, five vears after he reoriented his 
research agenda. This chapter, "Freedom ;nd the Intellectuals," dealt 
with central issues of humanism and analyzed the w1itings of figures such 
as Benda and Rolland, who at that point in Mosse's life were very attrac
tive to him. Benda had the fatal flaw, however, of not figuring out how to 
engage politics. In Mosse's words, he "attempted to exalt ... the image of 
a free, reasonable, and moral man who rejected petty hatreds of an age of 
anti-humanism and unchecked passions." But this appeal to rationalism 
amid anti-rationalistic culh1ral forces failed in ways that Mosse's holy pre
tenders did not fail-it found no way to mediate between idea and real
ity. "Seen in the context of the rnthlessness of twentieth-century political 
and social movements, [Benda's solution] implied a withdrawal from so-
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ciety, a retreat and half acceptance by intellectuals of those forces inim
ical to liberty." Taldng up Weber, Troeltsch, Gentile, and Croce in turn, 
Masse weighs each in terms of his ability to fuse humanistic values with 
effective political intervention. But he has a hero in Romain Rolland to 
match the seventeenth-century Jeremy Taylor: "One leading intellec
tual did attempt to fuse the idea of freedom with an appreciation of the 
social forces which were reshaping his times." While Rolland sympa
thized with the revolution and understood the importance of changes in 
class-structured power configurations, he balanced that concern with 
an emphasis on individual freedom. vVhat Mosse liked about Rolland, 
an admittedly forgotten figure, was his dialectical spirit, combining op
posites in dynamic tension: "Romain Rolland is practically forgotten to
day. Perhaps his ideals seem more utopian than Croce's becai~se they 
combined sympathy for social revolution with an emphasis on freedo_m 
of the mind. It could be argued, however, that he is more germane for 
the present world crisis than the liberalism of Croce. Of all the intellec
tuals, he alone grasped the full implications of the social crisis of his 
times, and he alone refused to abandon the freedom intellectuals must 
have while resolutely accepting a solution which involved the destruc
tion of bourgeois society." 13 

Mosse makes a similar point in Germans and Jetcs about left-\ving 
intellectuals during the 1920s: "\,Ve must realize the dangers inherent in 
idealism that stresses the purity of absolute values and is apt to retreat into 
its own circumsclibed world in the face of a reality that will not bend to 
the intellechials' desire." He continues, "These men were not content to 
build biidges from the present to the future but rather sought to bypass 
such dreary work and leap across the storrnv ri.ve1:" Thomas Mann 
emerges as ,the crucial figure who finally struck tl~e necessary balance. His 
"objective was always the inner freedom of man, and now he realized that 
this freedom must be linked to society, that there must be a balance be
tween the rational as exemplified in working through existing political so
ciety, and the irrational expression of man's metaphysical impulse. Thus 
he ~as able to find his way into a concrete political organization rather 
than regarding such collaboration with reality 'foreign and inconceiv
able."'14 Another case in point comes from German Jews beyond Judaism: 
"The failure of Zweig and Ludwig to make meaningful contact with pop
ular culture sums up the position not just of these authors but of an artic
ulate and influential segment of German Jews."15 
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A second aspect already found in The Holy Pretence, it seems to me, 
is fundamental to Mosse's writing through to the encl. It is also central to 
his teaching and is part of the didactic tenor of his work I am not sure if 
what I am after can be captured by a single word, but different aspects of 
what I see in his work shade over into each other. A common feature of a 
Mosse text is its surp1ising, unexpected, almost jarring jm:taposition of 
things that do not seem to belong together. The procedure throws fresh 
light on the feature under analysis. This can seem outrageous or far
fe,tched or even evoke irritation on the part of the reader. Another aspect 
of what I am getting at could be brought under the heading of paradox or 
dilemma. In trying to get his audience to react, to see that there is no easy 
judgment to be made about histmical actors, or even to see that the wrong 
people do the right thing or the right people do the wrong thing, Mosse 
was always, concerned to make his audience understand that practical, 
everyday life is less open to immediate penetration than outside observers 
like to think. Let me offer an example from 11w Holy Pretence of these 
two aspects of his expositmy method. An unexpected juxtaposition or 
bringing together of disparate objects comes in his discussion of the Pu-
1itan theologian and statesrnan John vVinthrop. Mosse wanted to under
line his contention that Winthrop was of great importance in the histmy 
of political thought. Then comes the unexpected leap: "In some ways 
[Winthrop] is in a common tradition with that great nineteenth-centurv 
statesman who also thought of himself both as a Christian and as a mast;r 
politician-Otto von Bismarck." Mosse used the comparison to make his 
didactic point even when warning the reader that what he is doing is ''dan
gerous." His point was to put \Vinthrop in his context all the mo~e firmly 
and to provide a perspective from which to pass judgment on him. "Th~ 
New England Governor would have agreed that [personal] responsibility 
meant the necessity of controlling political power in order to fulfill the du
ties implicit in [the] relationship to God. But on the key issue of the as
similation of political ideas into the framework of Christian ethics. there 
is a great difference between the Cl11istian statesman of the nine~eenth 
century and the Puritan of the sixteenth. '' 16 

A contrasting example can be found in Germans and ]ews where he 
juxtaposes Buber's rediscovery of the Hasidim and the contempora 1y 
German revival of Meister Eckhart and Jacob Bohme, or again, Buber's 
use of mythos paralleling that of Moller van den Bruck ~r Buber the 
friend of Eugen Diederichs, or the contention that preoccupation ,vith 
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Nietzsche and H61derlin would make stronger J ews. 17 The very title of a 
chapter captures the juxtaposition of disparate elements-"Fascism and 
the Intellectuals"-as does his quoting Walter Benjamin to the effect that 
above all in a study of Goethe one finds one's Jewish substance. tfi 

The other way disparate elements are made to work in Mosse's writ
ings can be brought under the rubric of irony. This is fundamental for 
both 1957 texts. In The Holy Pretence he points out that Machiavellian
ism was indignantly rejected by English divines, who in reality assimilated 
Machiavelli quite readily. Analyzing closely the Puritan political doctrine 
of "prudence," he finds just another sophistry for "policy."19 In his article 
on the image of the Jew, he notes that Gustav Freytag hoped that Jews 
could rise above the stereotype which Freytag himself had helped to cre
ate. He points out that Julius von Eckardt, who deplored "creeping anti
semitism," had a high regard for Freytag for hating intolerance. After de
scribing in detail the development of the nineteenth-century German 
stereotype of the Jew, he suggests that many German Jews transformed 
this stereotype to Eastern Jews.20 And there are many more examples: 
"The world view of the anti-fascists was close to fascist idealism." 21 The 
fascist "spilitual revolution" was hopelessly middle class.22 The attitude of 
the pacifist von Ossietsky bore a "haunting similarity to that held by 
Weimar volkish crities." 23 In German ]ews beyond Judaism he makes the 
follO\ving ironic comment about his students of the I960s: "The Weimar 
left-wing heritage was especially appropriate for the revolt of tho.se who 
had not come from the workin<Y class." And the deepest irony of all: "It b 

was the German-Jewish Bildungsbiirgertum which, more than any other 
single group, preserved Germany's better self across dictatorship, war, 

holocaust, and defeat. "24 

Let me end by juxtaposing two texts, one from 1957 and the other 
frorn 1985. From The Holy Pretence: "Thinking themselves surrounded 
by enemies on every side, the Divines ... had to come to terms v,ith that 
fact oflife which Machiavelli described in his axiom that a man who wants 
to do good must perish among so many men who are evil. ... The prob
lem involved is to keep a balance between the Serpent and the Dove, so 
that neither obliterates the other." 25 From German ]ews beyond Judaism: 
"The attempt to humanize nationalism is one of the most important lega
cies of German Jewry .... This is a part of Zionist history which demands 
to be written, and although it was aborted when it clashed \:Vith political 
reality, it did represent one of the few attempts in recent times to steer a 
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national revival from a narrow and provinc1·a1 vi·s· t I I . · d . · < ion o a arger mmamst 
1 eal, c~lmg on pat~otism rather than a nationalism which had plunged 
Eu rope m to some of the bloodiest wars of its histoiy. "26 · 
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The Modern Contexts of George 
Mosse's Early Modern Scholarship 

Johann Sornmerville 

George Mosse is famous as a historian of sexuality and of modern cultural 
and intellectual history. Most of his readers begin ,vith his writings on the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and many never discover that he was 
also a scholar of the early modern period. \i\Tith me, things were the other 
way around. I knew him as an early modernist long ago and only much 
later found that he had not in fact died-or gone into administration
sometime in the 1960s but had moved into the late modem period. 

When I first heard of Mosse, it was as a prolific and penetrating ana
lyst of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century histoiy, and especially of polit
ical thought and religious ideas. Like many English high school and 
undergraduate students, I was exposed first of all to his Europe in the Six
teenth Century, written in collaboration ,vith H. G. Koenigsberger and 
originally published in 1968. As a graduate student I encountered a num
ber of his articles dating from the 1940s and 1950s as well as two books 
that were closely linked to the concerns of those articles. One of these was 
Mosse's very first hook, The Stmggle for Sovereignty in England,from the 
Reign of Queen Elizabeth to the Petition <if Right (1950). This volume re
vised and extended his Harvard doctoral dissertation of 1946. The second 
book was The Holy Pretence: .A Study in Ch1istianity and Reason of State 
from William Perkins to John Winthrop (1957). Most of what follows is 
about these two books. Mosse observed that books take on a life of their 
own after they are published and that what happens to them often bears 
little relationship to their author's intentions. The paragraphs below are 
about the contexts in which the books were \\,1itten and the rather differ
ent contexts in which they have lived their more recent lives. 

A glance at Mosse's veiy lengthy bibliography (over three hundred 
items) suggests that between 1957 and 1960 he shifted his interests from 
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